Mucosal T cells as a target for treatment of IBD.
Interleukin-7 (IL-7) is an indispensable cytokine for the development of lymphocyte lineage cells. However, the potential role of IL-7 in peripheral nonlymphoid tissues was unclear before our study. We have demonstrated that intestinal epithelial cells produce IL-7 and that IL-7 serves as a regulatory factor for proliferation of mucosal lymphocytes expressing IL-7 receptor (IL-7R). Recent studies demonstrated that intestinal epithelial cell-derived IL-7 plays a crucial role in the organization of mucosal lymphoid tissues and regulating the normal immune response in intestinal mucosa. In a previous study, we demonstrated that IL-7 transgenic mice developed chronic colitis. Here, we have demonstrated the essential role of mucosal IL-7/IL-7R-dependent signals in the development of chronic intestinal inflammation. Our results indicate that mucosal IL-7/IL-7R-dependent signals are involved in the development of chronic intestinal inflammation in both the mouse model and human disease of the intestinal mucosa. Therefore, current studies indicate that therapeutic approaches by specific targeting of IL-7R-expressing mucosal T cells may be feasible in the treatment of human ulcerative colitis.